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Abstract 
Emotional responses to stress were examined as a function of social support and anger-control in this study. Participants (N = 61) 
were randomly assigned to either active support, passive support, or alone condition. As hypothesized, relative to higher anger-
control participants, those with lower anger-control reported less positive affect (PA) when no social support was provided, but 
same level of PA when they were actively supported. However, contrary to the hypothesis, no significant differences were found 
between the high and low anger-controls in the passive support condition. The findings were discussed in terms of interpretation 
of passive support and social desirability.  
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1. Introduction 
Stress-Buffering Hypothesis (Cohen & McKay, 1984) suggests that social support serves as a protective factor by 
buffering potentially harmful effects that stress has on individuals. Social support may be classified into active and 
passive support based on the intention of the support provider (Lepore, 1998). Active support provides active 
supportive comments or gestures, while passive support refers to mere presence of a support provider during a 
stressful event (Lepore, 1998). There were many studies that observed stress-buffering effects of active support or 
passive support. These studies consistently revealed stress-buffering effects of active support. However, the results 
produced by studies on passive support were not consistent. For instance, stress-buffering effect of passive support 
was observed in the study by Gerin, Milner, Chawla, and Pickering (1995) but not in the study by Snydersmith and 
Cacioppo (1992). It is suggested that the implicit and equivocal nature of the intention of passive support provider 
contributes to the inconsistent findings (Lepore, 1998). This ambiguity is suggested to limit supportive message 
from passive support provider, and hence passive support might not necessarily be interpreted as supportive.  
The stress-buffering effect is found to be moderated by anger/hostility. Studies demonstrated that anger/hostility 
undermines the beneficial effects of social support. It moderates the effects of social support on emotional reactivity, 
where participants who were less hostile reported more state-anger reduction than hostile participants when their 
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supportive ties were mentally activated (Smith, Ruiz, & Uchino, 2004). Similar pattern was reported on 
cardiovascular reactivity (CVR). When low cynicism participants received social support, the CVR was lower than 
that of their counterparts who did not receive it. However, cynical participants demonstrated heightened CVR 
regardless of the presence of social support (Lepore, 1995).  
One of the components of anger, namely anger control, captures the tendency to hold back expression of anger by 
lowering arousal and being calm. While there are a handful of studies investigating moderating effects of other 
components of anger/hostility on relationship between social support and emotional responses, limited studies were 
conducted to investigate those of anger-control. As anger-control associates negatively with all the components of 
anger/hostility, namely behavioural (aggressiveness), affective (trait-anger and anger-in; Deffenbacher, Oetting, 
Lynch, & Morris, 1996), and cognitive components (cynicism; Kawachi, Sparrow, Spiro III, Vokonas, & Weiss, 
1996), a reverse pattern is expected from the interactive effect between anger-control and social support.  
Angry/hostile individuals tend to interpret behaviours of others in a hostile way, and consequently respond in a 
similar manner according to the Transactional model (Smith, 1992). When one is provided with passive support 
from a friend during a stressful situation, the ambiguous intention of the passive supporter is expected to trigger 
transaction of anger and hostility among low anger-control individuals who will be less likely to exert effort to 
regulate the anger. Hence the potential beneficial effect of passive support is reduced. Similar effect is expected 
from participants in the alone condition. In contrast, without ambiguity in the intention of support provider, active 
support will be less likely to trigger transaction of anger and hostility and hence the stress-buffering effect of active 
support among the high and low anger-controls is maintained. 
While social support was widely researched, the direct comparison between active and passive support as well as 
the moderating effect of anger-control on the relationship between these two types of social support and emotional 
changes were rarely explored. This becomes the aim of the present study. Three social support conditions, namely 
active support, passive support, and alone conditions, will be manipulated. It is predicted that actively supported 
participants will benefit from social support perceived regardless of tendency to control anger and hence no 
difference in emotional changes is expected. On the other hand, low anger-control participants assigned to the 
passive support and alone conditions are expected to report lower level of positive affects (PAs) but higher level of 
negative affects (NAs) than their counterparts with higher anger-control. 
2. Methods 
2.1 Participants and measures 
 
Sixty-one Chinese participants aged between 18 and 26 years old (M = 21.64, SD = 1.64) were invited to 
participate the present study. Only one ethnic group of participants was recruited because it was reported that 
different cultural groups in Singapore showed preference for different sources of social support (Tong et al., 2004). 
The participants were randomly assigned to either active support (n = 14 for females; n = 6 for males), passive 
support (n = 9; n = 10), or alone condition (n = 12; n = 10). Those in the two support conditions were asked to bring 
along a close friend of the same gender and ethnic group whom they knew for at least six months and were willing 
to share personal concerns with to the experiment.  This requirement did not apply to those in the alone condition; 
they attended the experiment themselves. Gender is not included as an independent variable (IV) as the effects of 
active and passive support were not affected by it (Lepore, Allen, & Evans, 1993). Some participants were given 
two course credits for certain introductory psychology courses, whereas the rest were given remuneration of S$15. 
As a token of appreciation for the friends’ participation, they were each given a small gift worth S$2.   
Besides the basic demographic form, three measures were used in the study, namely a feedback questionnaire, 
the State-Trait Anger Expression Inventory (STAXI; Spielberger, 1991) that measures different aspects of anger, 
and the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988) which assesses PA and 
NA. Only the eight-item anger-control subscale of STAXI was used in this article. PANAS was administered before 
and after task in the current study with the sequence of the items randomized. The PA and NA scores reported 
before task was subtracted from that of reported after task to obtain the respective change score. In the present study, 
Cronbach’s alpha of the anger-control subscale was .84 and those of PA and NA subscales of PANAS before and 
after task ranged from .84 to .90. The three-item feedback questionnaire was served as manipulation checks for 
1058  Ai Ni Teoh et al. / Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 5 (2010) 1056–1060
social support and stressfulness of the task. This scale measured how nervous and stressed (stress) as well as how 
assured and acknowledged one felt.  
 
2.2 Procedure 
After giving their informed consent, the participants were to complete the demographic form, STAXI 
(Spielberger, 1991), and PANAS (Watson et al., 1988) in the experimental room while the experimenter (either the 
second or the third author) briefed their friend in a waiting area on how to provide the type of social support being 
assigned to. Upon completion of questionnaires, participants were to start a stressful self-disclosing speech task 
(Sher & Levenson, 1982). After being prepared for six minutes, the friend was led into the experimental room to a 
seat opposite to the participant. A webcam facing the participant was switched on. The participants then started 
presenting on a topic “What I like and dislike about my body and physical appearance” (Sher & Levenson, 1982) for 
three minutes, while their friend began to provide different types of support as instructed. The friends providing 
active support smiled and nodded at the participants, remained eye contact, adopted open body posture, and gave 
encouraging statements to show their acknowledgement and interest in the content of the speech. On the other hand, 
the friends of the participants in the passive support condition read magazine, listened to music through headphone, 
and limited their eye contact with the participants. Those in the alone condition performed the task all by 
themselves. Upon completion of the task, the friend was led out of the room and the participants stayed to complete 
PANAS and the feedback questionnaire.  
3. Results 
Anger-control variable was centered by subtracting the mean of the variable from the original scores. The 
assumptions of normality and homogeneity of variance were satisfied. One outlier was spotted from change scores 
of PA and was replaced with value that was 3.29 standard deviations from the mean. Gender difference on feedback 
items and change scores of PA and NA was investigated. Except for stress, t(59) = -2.70, p < .05, where males (M = 
2.65, SD = .98) experienced more stress than females (M = 3.43, SD = 1.27), no gender difference was found on 
other variables. Therefore, gender was included as a covariate in subsequent analysis that used stress as DV. 
 
3.1 Manipulation check 
The task was found to be moderately stressful (M = 3.10, SD = 1.20 on a five-point Likert scale). After 
controlling for gender, active support (M = 2.64, SD = 1.25) showed significantly lower level of stress than the alone 
condition (M = 3.53, SD = 1.26), but it was not significantly different from passive support (M = 3.09, SD = 1.00), 
F(2, 57) = 3.27, p < .05, Ș2 = .103. This finding was suggestive of successful manipulations of social support and 
stressfulness of task. Significant main effects for social support were found on acknowledged, F(2, 58) = 19.88, p < 
.001, Ș2 = .407, and assured, F(2, 58) = 7.71, p < .01, Ș2 = .210. As compared to the active support and alone 
conditions, the participants in the passive support condition felt less acknowledged (M = 3.60, SD = 1.10 for active 
support; M = 1.58, SD = .84 for passive support; M = 3.32, SD = 1.25 for alone condition), and assured (M = 3.60, 
SD = 1.10; M = 2.42, SD = .96; M = 3.41, SD = .96). These indicated successful manipulation on social support. 
 
3.2 Hypothesis testing 
To test the hypotheses, moderated regressions using PROC GLM of SAS programme (v.8.0) were conducted 
with social support as categorical IV, centered anger-control as moderator, and change scores of PA or NA as 
dependent variable (DV). Tukey-Kramer adjustment for pair wise comparison was used. A significant main effect 
for social support was found on change scores of PA, F(2, 55) = 4.56, p < .05, Ș2 = .142, where passive support (M = 
-5.18, SD = 6.24) showed significantly larger decrease in PA after the task than the active support (M = .88, SD = 
5.48), but it did not differ from the alone condition (M = -.44, SD = 5.05). This main effect was conditional on a 
significant interaction effect between anger-control and social support (see Figure 1), F(2, 55) = 6.11, p < .01, Ș2 = 
.182. Simple effect analysis by social support showed significant simple main effect of anger-control only in the 
alone condition, F(1, 20) = 9.77, p < .01, Ș2 = .328, but not in the active support condition, F(1, 18) = 2.46, p = .13, 
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which were consistent with the hypotheses. Specifically, in the alone condition, lower anger-control was associated 
with reduction in PA after the task (ȕ = .572). On the contrary, the hypothesis regarding passive support was not 
supported when the simple main effect of anger-control was not significant in the passive support condition, F(1, 
17) = 0.41, p = .53. Furthermore, contrary to the hypothesis, the interactive effect between anger-control and social 
support on change scores of NA was not significant, F(2, 54) = .64, p = .53.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Interaction effect between anger-control and social support on positive emotional changes 
4. Discussion 
In line with the hypothesis related to PA, after the stressful task, the low anger-controls displayed lower level of 
PAs than the high nger-controls without any social support. However, with the help of active support, the low 
anger-controls ben  from it as much as the high anger-controls. On the other hand, contrary to the hypothesis, 
the high and low anger-control participants showed similar intensity in emotional responses to the provision of 
passive support. Moreover, anger control did not interact with social support in affecting negative emotional 
responses. 
 a
efitted
Intriguingly, the hypothesis which predicts that the low anger-controls in the passive support condition would 
experience less PA and more NA in comparison with the high anger-controls was not supported in the present study. 
Besides ambiguity of support provider’s intention, Lepore (1998) also suggested that active and passive support 
differ in terms of evaluation apprehension. Passive support is less likely than active support to induce evaluation 
apprehension. Since we predicted that anger and hostility would be induced by ambiguity of support intention of the 
passive support provider, we have to take into account the possibility that anger and hostility might not be triggered 
due to low evaluation apprehension perceived from the passive support provider. Therefore, it can be deduced that 
the impact of evaluation apprehension superseded that of ambiguity of intention in the passive support condition, 
and hence no significant moderating effect of anger-control in the passive support condition was observed in the 
present study. Nonetheless, findings from the present study showed that, regardless of anger-control, passive support 
decreased positive emotional responses to a greater extent relative to active support and the alone conditions. This is 
probably due to the lack of explicit supportive gestures from passive support providers. However, further 
investigations are required to validate this deduction; in other words, there is room for exploration of the mechanism 
underlying the interpretation of passive support. 
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The evidence that lower anger-control individuals tend to have greater social desirability (Chen, Dai, Spector, & 
Jex, 1997) might be used to explain why the hypotheses related to NA were not supported. Essentially evidence 
suggested that the low anger-controls tend to underreport undesirable behaviours, including the reporting of NAs 
(Chen et al., 1997). According to the Suppression Model of social desirability (Ganster, Hennessey, & Luthans, 
1983), social desirability might suppress the real relationship between IV and DV. In other words, the no significant 
moderating effect of anger-control on the link between social support and change in NA might be due to the 
suppression effect of social desirability. 
Certain limitations might have limited the generalisability of the findings in this study. Firstly, since data were 
collected through self-report method, it is possible that participants might have over- or underrated. The findings 
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may be substantiated through measuring physiological responses in future research. Secondly, the speech task used 
in this study which was meant to induce stress was only moderately stressful. A more stressful task should be 
introduced in the future. Thirdly, problems with limited generalisability of findings arise when only an interpersonal 
task was used and anger-control as the only personality trait was selected in the present study. Future investigations 
should explore different types of tasks and include other relevant personality traits to tell a more complete story. 
Besides emotional responses, coping strategies should also be explored as DV measures. As social desirability might 
potentially play an important role in affecting the results, future investigations are suggested to include the 
measurement of this variable. Although gender did not significantly moderate the effect of social support in some 
studies (e.g., Lepore et al., 1993), there were other studies that showed gender difference in the provision of social 
support (e.g., Fritz, Nagurney, & Helgeson, 2003). As such, future studies investigating the effect of social support 
might need to include gender as one of the IVs.  
In conclusion, the findings of the present study suggested that high anger-control might help individuals in times 
of stress. Additionally, the present study highlighted the beneficial effects of active support on individuals who lack 
skills in controlling their anger. Since this is one of the pioneer studies examining social support in an Asian context, 
it is hoped that more research can be done to determine moderating effects of anger/hostility on the relationships 
between ethnicity and appraisals of and emotional responses to social support. Such studies could serve to enlighten 
us if the long acknowledged effects of social support are culture-dependent. 
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